An Awakened Electorate
A generation or so ago, it was popular to decry the blurred nature of the nation's political parties by saying there was not a "dime's worth of difference" between them. No one says that anymore. On issues ranging from the war in Iraq to the role of the federal government, Democrats and Republicans in recent years have offered distinct differences that are worth far more than a dime.
Shrill partisanship and political polarization have been a by-product. But so too has the realization by many voters that elections matter, particularly at the national level. In recent election cycles, voters have turned out in record numbers, often with an intensity that has not been seen in American politics since the tumultuous years of the 1960s.
If there was a demarcation in attitudes toward voting, it was 9/11. Before that traumatic day in 2001, politics may have been very partisan but voters were not highly engaged. Elections rarely seemed as if they were for high stakes. The Democrats could win or the Republicans could win and few voters would feel that their life had been affected.
But the Bush administration's controversial response to 9/11 altered that. In the presidential election of 2000, only 54% of the citizen voting age population had cast ballots. Four years later, the turnout rate jumped to nearly 61%, and in 2008 it reached 63% -the highest turnout rate for any presidential contest since the legendary battle between John F. Kennedy and Richard Nixon in 1960 In 2004, the surge in voting benefited the Republicans, as they reelected President George W. Bush and held onto their congressional majorities. But since then, there has been an even stronger counter surge in turnout that has boosted the Democrats, first with the party's takeover of Congress in 2006 followed two years later by the election of Barack Obama as president accompanied by expanded Democratic House and Senate majorities.
Whether momentum stays with the Democrats or shifts back to the GOP is an open question. But there is little doubt that we remain in an era where both voter intensity and engagement is at a much higher level than it was a decade or two ago.
GOP Revival?
T here have been signs of late that the political tailwind that propelled the Democrats to power in 2006 and 2008 may be ebbing. To be sure, there has been no confirmation of this at the ballot box -this fall's gubernatorial races for Democratic-held seats in New Jersey and Virginia offer the first major opportunity to test which party may hold the upper hand heading into 2010.
Rather, signs of a revived GOP have been in the realm of public protest, first with the antitax "tea parties" this spring, more recently with the vociferous opposition to Obama (and Democratic) health care efforts that have been emanating from congressional town hall meetings across the country in August.
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The Highs and Lows of Congressional Voting in 2008

States with the Most High Turnout Districts States with the Most Low Turnout Districts
While congressional districts are supposed to be of roughly equal population, at least near the beginning of each decade following the census and reapportionment, there is always a large variation between turnout in high-voting and low-voting districts. In 2008, the disparity was more than 400,000 votes between the Montana at-large district (highest) and the New Orleans-based Louisiana 2nd (lowest). To be sure, the general election in the latter was not held until early December because of a hurricane-caused delay in the state's fall election schedule.
Still, the basic pattern of years past tended to hold. The House districts with the highest volume of congressional votes were generally high-growth constituencies anchored in the suburbs -more often than not Republican -while the lowest number of votes were often tallied in poorer districts, many of them urban, with a high minority population -a group almost monolithically Democratic. 
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A midterm election is much different than a presidential election. Midterm election turnouts are much smaller than those for president and tend to be whiter and older in composition. Yet in both presidential and midterm elections, the vote of independents and middle-aged voters often determine the winner. Thus far, there has been no similar display of passion on the Democratic side, even though the Democrats emerged from the 2008 election with a list of 13 million Obama supporters and an operational arm (called "Organizing for America") that has been housed within the Democratic National Committee. Its purpose was to stand ready to activate this army of Obama loyalists, although that has yet to occur in any big way.
Share of Electorate
In this environment, opposition to both health care reform and to Obama himself has steadily grown. His presidential approval rating has dropped dramatically from nearly 70% in the wake of his inauguration to barely 50% now, according to the Gallup Poll.
Nor do key parts of his electoral coalition applaud the current shape of health care reform, at least as they understand it. When questioned in an early August Marist Poll whether they thought it would improve or make worse their own health care, independents viewed reform negatively (by a margin of 13 percentage points), as did women (minus 9 points), and Hispanics (minus 4 points).
When Voters Slept
T he intense, high-stakes atmosphere that has engulfed American politics the last few years stands in stark contrast to the last third of the 20th century. From 1972, the first election held after the voting age was lowered to 18, through 2000, the turnout rate never reached 60% of the citizen voting age population. In 2004, it finally did in an election widely viewed as a referendum on the presidency of George W. Bush. There were nearly 17 million more voters in 2004 than four years earlier, and an additional 9 million voters cast ballots in 2008, pushing the turnout rate even higher.
According to American University's Center for the Study of the American Electorate, there have been nine presidential elections since women were given the right to vote in 1920 in which the turnout rate exceeded 60%. In 14 elec-
Obama's Popularity: From Candidate in '08 to President in '09
Barack Obama's presidential approval rating has tumbled significantly since his inauguration in January, yet his late August approval rating (52% in the Gallup Poll) still essentially matches his winning 53% share of the popular vote last November. When comparing the details of the two, Obama is down a bit among key elements of his electoral coalition -independents, African Americans and young voters. Yet he is a up a tad among whites and Republicans. As America settled down in the 1950s and 1960s and grew more prosperous and educated, turnout rates went up -only to decline again with the lowering of the national voting age from 21 to 18 in 1971.
The highest turnout elections have tended to come in clusters. Since 1920, there were two back-to-back elections in the midst of the New Deal era (1936 and 1940) where the turnout rate surpassed At this point, some GOP strategists believed they were on the verge of establishing a "permanent" Republican majority. But it was not long into Bush's second term that support for the long-running Iraq war began to wane and the economy started to sour. In turn, Bush's approval rating tumbled and the Republican "brand" began to lose its shine.
What had been a two-party tide of new voters in 2002 and 2004 that advantaged the Republicans a bit more than the Democrats became a one-party surge for the Democrats in 2006 and 2008. The change in momentum was made even more dramatic by the defections and 'stay at homes' that bedeviled the Republicans.
In the midterm election of 2006, the Democratic congressional vote soared upward by 8.5 million from four years earlier while the GOP vote declined by 1.5 million. Democrats regained control of both houses of Congress for the first time since 1994.
In 2008, the one-party, Democratic surge continued. The party's presidential vote swelled by more than 10 million from 2004, while the Republican presidential vote dropped by more than 2 million. Democrat Obama easily won the White House while his party's congressional ticket-mates increased their numbers in both the House and the Senate. After the election, a number of Democrats talked confidently of their party being on the cusp of a "permanent" majority.
With Obama enmeshed these days in trying to move his agenda, such talk at best seems premature. The contentious partisanship and polarization that defined the Bush years has continued. Has it been good for government? Probably not. Has it engaged voters in a manner that has spurred increased voter turnout? So far, most definitely. secretary of homeland security. That has reduced the Democrats' advantage in the nation's governorships to 28-to-22.
A Year of Transition
Most of the changes thus far were instigated by the new Obama administration, which raided the Democratic Congress and governorships to fill many of its most important positions. Yet the round of musical chairs continues and now involves a few Republican officeholders as well.
Two GOP senators -Mel Martinez of Florida and Kay Bailey Hutchison of Texas -have announced plans to step down soon. Florida Gov. Charlie Crist (R) announced Aug. 28 that he was appointing his former chief of staff, George LeMieux (R), as a "caretaker." He would replace Martinez in the Senate until an election is held next year in which Crist is running. The transition from Martinez to LeMieux, though, has yet to take place.
Hutchison's resignation from the Senate will come later, although she has already launched her campaign for governor of the Lone Star state. It is a task that begins with a difficult primary challenge to the incumbent governor, Rick Perry.
For Senate Democrats, the question is whether Kennedy's vacancy will be filled quickly by a gubernatorial appointment or will remain empty until the outcome of a special election that has been set for Jan. 19 (following party primaries on Dec. 8). Massachusetts law currently calls for the seat to remain vacant until the special election.
But shortly before his death, Kennedy sent a letter to state political leaders requesting that the law be changed to allow Democratic Gov. Deval Patrick to appoint a "caretaker" until the special election could be held, with the understanding that any interim replacement would agree not to run in the special election. Action by the Massachusetts legislature is needed to alter the process, although the odds appear good that the law will be changed in September to allow the appointment of a "caretaker."
Meanwhile, membership in the House is continuing to change as well. A special election is scheduled Sept. 1 in the California 10th District to fill the vacancy created by the resignation of Democratic Rep. Ellen O.
Tauscher to become undersecretary of state in the Obama administration. If no candidate wins a majority of the vote in the Sept. 1 balloting, a second election will be held in the San Francisco Bay area district on Nov.
3. In addition, the confirmation of Republican Rep. John McHugh as secretary of the army (whenever it might occur) will trigger a special election for his seat in the upstate New York 23rd.
At the gubernatorial level, Republican Mark Sanford of South Carolina has been living near the edge since redefining the term, "hiking on the Appalachian trail." Sanford's admission that he had actually disappeared from the state in late June to visit his Argentine mistress brought a divided vote from the executive committee of the South Carolina Republican Party in early July regarding his gubernatorial future.
There were nine votes in support of Sanford, 10 votes calling for his resignation, and 22 votes for censure. The party's statement admonished the governor for "falling below the standards expected of Republican elected officials" and for breaching "the public's trust and confidence in his ability to effectively perform the duties of his office." In a year of political transition, Sanford has been able to hold on -at least for now. 
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